by Lt. Colin McLean

lying magazine runsamonthly column
called “I learned alot about flying from
that” —stories describing hard-learned
lessons. | could call thefollowingyarn“| learned a
lot about carrier aviation from that.”
Wewereinthemiddleof carrier qualsat the
beginning of WestPac. Asthe senior lieutenant, |
flew out to the ship with the squadron’slast
Hawkeye. We expected to enter the pattern
immediately. Instead, we got overhead mother and
held for three hourswhiletherest of theair wing
worked theday, Casell pattern. We had trouble
withour TACAN, and, finally, asthe sun set, we
took vectorsto penetrate toward theinitial. No need
todumpfud. When| got totheinitia, thebosstold
theplaneguard helo, “ Take close aboard.”
“No chance of finishing CQ today,” | thought
tomyself. At least I’ d get agood night’s sleep.
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On the second day at sea, once again, we got
therunaround in the day pattern. After five hours
of flight time, most of it overhead, wefinaly
finished day CQ. After shutting down, aquick trip
to thewardroom, and a short brief, we were back
intheairplane and heading toward the marshal
stack for some nighttime fun. Air opstold usto
expect to hold in marshal and wait for therest of
theair wing guysto finish their night passes. No
big surprisethere. Infact, there were two marshal
stacks—we werein the bottom of the secondary
stack with another Hummer and aCOD. Mainte-
nance had filled our fuel tanks, so we made
ourselvesat home.

We were surprised to get vectorsto come
down the chutefirst. Our fuel state was 6,000
pounds above max trap (4,300 pounds). We began
dumping fuel and commenced the approach from

6,000 feet. In our squadron, the
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airplane doesn’t dump well in adescent, so aswe
leveled off at 1,200 feet, wewere at 8,800 pounds.
The mission commander told us, “ Dumps on—two
minutes.” | rogered him, and we passed 12 miles.
The overcast was 1,500 feet, and there was no
maoon. Ontop of that, wedidn’t have bullseye.
Passing eight miles, | dowed theaircraft and
trangitioned to landing configuration.

“Dumps on—three minutes.” Fuel statewas
7,700 pounds. Aswe approached six miles, my
copilot started looking for the drop-down lightsto
help mewith lineup. We saw lightsin the distance,
but nothing recognizable.

“Dumpson—four minutes.” Fuel satewas 6,600
pounds. Wefinished thelanding checklist. | dowed
theairplaneto on-gpeed. Without ACL Sneedlesor
bullseye, | was struggling to find centerline. My
copilot wastill looking outsidefor the drop-down
lights, but he couldn’t find them. The approach
controller didn’t help much, ether. | asked my copilot
totd| thecontroller that the drop-down lightsweren’t
on. Theapproach controller rogered us.

Approaching four miles, | heard, “Dumpson—
fiveminutes.” Fuel state was now 5,600 pounds. At
threemiles, wefinaly picked up ACL Sneedles, but
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wedtill couldn’t see either thedrop-down lightsor
landing arealights. The mission commander told us
hewasgoing “cold mike’ and opening theditching
hatchinthe CIC. Itis SOPin the community to
openthisprior to any carrier landing. Otherwise, in
the event we haveto ditch, the hatch may become
stuck in an airframethat has been bent from impact.
With thewind whistling into theaircraft, themission
commander’sICShad to be*“cold mike” for therest
of the crew totalk. | rogered him and asked the
copilot to once again notify the approach controller
that thelanding areaand drop-down lightsweren't
lit. | wasworking hard to fly the needles, and |
would havefelt more comfortable on adark night
withthoselightsvisible.

Finaly, a amileand ahalf, thelightscameon.
| was above glideslope and right of centerline, but
at least | could seewhere | was supposed to land.
Then, my copilot said, “ Thedumpsaretill on.” |
cursed to myself and turned them off. Our fuel
state was 3,700 pounds. We called the ball. | can’t
even remember my pass.

L uckily, wewere above hold-down, abeit by
only 200 pounds. We headed straight to the cat,
and | got my second pass of the night beforewe
weresidelined for gas.

We had been distracted, and could have
continued dumping fuel until wewere below bingo.
In debriefing theflight, weredlized that alot of
things added to our distraction. We hadn’t flown at
night at the shipinamonth and ahalf, which
compounded anything we confronted. Everyonein
theaircraftisresponsiblefor aircrew coordination,
but the aircraft commander directsthe focus of the
entire crew. | wastoo worried about the drop-
down lightsand centerlineto remember thefuel
dump. | remember the Eastern AirlinesDC-10
crew that we study in ACT courses; they flew into
the Everglades because they weretryingtofix a
faulty light. It'samazing how easily aircrew
coordination degrades, and I'm glad wedidn’t end
upinextremis. =&

Lt. McLean is the pilot NATOPS officer with VAW-113.
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